Alcohol dependence in women: difficulty of its assessment in general practice.
In France, women represent approximately 20% of alcohol-dependent subjects. Although general practitioners (GPs) are often these women's first medical contact, GPs may be reluctant to probe for alcohol dependence. In this context, in 1996 and 2006 we conducted a cross-sectional survey using self-completion postal questionnaires sent to all GPs in a French département (administrative area), with the aim to explore and to compare after a ten-year time lapse, expectations and relational difficulties in managing alcohol dependence in women. A total of 300 GPs returned the questionnaire for the two data collection times. According to the GPs, comparing 1996 and 2006, there was less embarrassment among female patient to talk about alcohol consumption and a lesser tendency to break off medical care (33.7% vs. 47.3%, p < 0.001, and 13.3% vs. 23.0%, p = 0.002, respectively). In 2006, more GPs considered they were well informed about specialized care in alcohol dependence than in 1996 (76.8% vs. 59.9%, p < 0.0001), and more often reported referring their female patients to specialized centers (73.0% vs. 52.7%, p < 0.0001), rather than medical or psychiatric wards. Young GPs, aged under 40, seem rather to have had difficulty using the managed care network than lacking medical knowledge related to female alcohol dependence. The results suggest that over ten years there has been a decrease in the tendency among women to deny their alcohol dependence, and that they more readily accept specific care. In the same period, GPs have benefited from better information about specialized management.